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Striking teachers protesting the administration's new pension law ended their five-week walkout on
Aug. 16. In exchange for agreeing to return to their classrooms, the teachers received a government
promise of a full airing on all pension grievances. The roots of the strike lie in a bipartisan pact
signed in April by President Jose Maria Figueres and Rafael Calderon, leader of the main opposition
Partido Unidad Social Cristiana (PUSC) [see NotiSur, 05/25/95]. The pact broke a legislative
deadlock between the PUSC and the governing Partido de Liberacion Nacional (PLN), permitting
the president's economic restructuring program to begin moving through the legislature (see
NotiSur, 07/06/95).
A key element in the program is government "modernization" through fiscal reform, which in
turn requires cutbacks in government outlays. These include a reduction in pension benefits for
teachers in public schools and universities. Though the strike was triggered by the pension reform,
strike leaders attempted to broaden their protest into a national movement, taking advantage
of widespread dissatisfaction with other austerity measures, such as tax hikes and impending
layoffs of government workers from state- owned businesses scheduled for privatization. The strike
coordinating committee (Comite Civico Nacional, CCN) soon widened the demands to include a
rollback of the president's entire state modernization plan.
Throughout the strike, other public employee unions and port workers backed the strike and staged
protest demonstrations, street closures, and two massive marches to the presidential residence. Still,
despite broad support, the walkout was confined mainly to teachers. A general strike paralyzing
all public services never materialized. Days before the strike ended, five non-teachers unions
agreed to a one-day walkout for Aug. 18. These unions represent workers in government operations
that are in line for privatization: the national refinery, (RECOPE) the national electric company
(ICE), the national insurance institute (INS), and the Atlantic coast development and port authority
(JAPDEVA).
The choice of staging a one-day action instead of joining the teachers in an indefinite strike was
dictated by a lack of "push" from the rank-and-file, said Albino Vargas, secretary general of
the public employees association ANEP. "You have to first sensitize people to the fact that the
struggle goes beyond the pensions," said Vargas. Despite the teachers failure to promote a massive
work stoppage among other public employees, the administration and the private sector were
apparently uneasy about the possibility that port workers, especially in the Caribbean city of
Limon, would tie up commerce with a prolonged strike. Informal talks between the unions and the
administration began in early August. Although Figueres said there were no government contacts
with the unions, reporters discovered the ministers of labor and education meeting at a church with
CCN coordinator Jose Joaquin Melendez on Aug 6. After a series of such meetings mediated by
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Universidad Nacional rector Jorge Monge, union leaders signed a back-to-work agreement with the
administration on Aug. 16.
The agreement came two days before the planned one-day sympathy strike and effectively cut
the other unions off from the teachers unions, reducing the likelihood of any immediate national
mobilization against state modernization measures. The agreement requires the teachers to resume
their teaching duties while negotiations go forward. In return, the administration promised to
forward the results of the negotiations to the legislature for possible action. Nevertheless, the
administration said that two major cost-saving items in the pension reform are not negotiable: the
method of calculating the pension payments and the portion of the pension fund that will be paid by
the government.
Under the reforms, a teacher's pension at the time of retirement will no longer be based on the
amount earned during the prior six months before retirement, as was the case until now. Rather,
benefits will be calculated on the highest 48 monthly salary payments during the previous 60
months of service, meaning that retirement benefits for most teachers will go down. Also, the
government's contribution to pension funds will drop from 7% to 0.25% of teachers' monthly
salaries, while teachers' contributions will increase from 7% to 8% of their salaries. All but two of the
22 teachers unions that formed the striking teachers front (Frente de Organizaciones Magisteriales)
agreed to the arrangement. The unions representing teachers at two universities declined because
they had no assurances that the negotiations would lead to any improvements. Classes were
expected to begin for the nation's 700,000 students on Aug. 21. No date was set for the start of talks
between the unions and the administration. (Sources: Agencia Centroamericana de Noticias Spanish
News Service, 08/14/95; Tico Times, 08/18/95; La Nacion, 08/05/95, 08/07/95, 08/08/95, 08/10/95,
08/17/95, 08/18/95)
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